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Food patterns and dietary quality in the early years of life are usually determined by 
parents and other primary caretakers. Unfortunately the diets commonly offered to 
young children are of low quality and often lack variety, which is the key to specific 
nutrient adequacy. They are usually of low energy and nutrient density and as a result, 
multiple nutrient deficiencies are common in this age group. This study investigated 
the nutritional quality of the lunches of children in day care in Osun State of Nigeria. 
A structured interview schedule was used to collect data from 180 mothers randomly 
selected from the study area. Mothers were interviewed about their children’s eating 
habits, lunches and snacks packed for school. Descriptive statistics, such as 
percentages and frequency, were used to describe data. The results of the study 
revealed that 76% of the children ate breakfast before going to school. Almost all 
(91%) mothers gave their children lunch packs for school. The majority (72%) of the 
children went to school with additional mid-morning snacks, such as biscuits and 
pastries, and 12% took fruits. Few children (16%) did not take snacks to school. The 
socio-economic status of mothers was also considered and its effect on type of meal 
packed was examined. Results showed that 44.4% of the meals packed by mothers 
included carbohydrate-rich foods; 33.3% were partially balanced diets; and 22.3% 
packed a balanced meal for the children. Lower class mothers (15%) gave 
carbohydrate-rich food, while those of the middle class (21%) gave partially balanced 
diets. The percentage of mothers that packed balanced meals was not significantly 
different for the three socio-economic groups. It is recommended that mothers should 
have access to nutrition information about recommended dietary practices for children 
and should be educated on how to use the four food plan group in planning meals for 
children through nutrition education programmes. 
 










The second year of life is a time of transition from infancy to childhood. Internal 
organs continue to mature, growth slows, activity increases, eating skills improve and 
nutritional needs become similar to those of older children. The early time of life has 
been recognized as being a particularly critical time for developing good dietary 
patterns, and for providing the nutrients in the amounts required for optimum growth 
and development during this critical period of growth. 
 
The average preschool child needs to eat every four to six hours to maintain a blood 
glucose concentration high enough to support the activities of the brain and nervous 
system since the brain is the body’s chief glucose consumer [1, 2]. Healthy eating 
habits among children play a key role in their mental and physical development and 
also promote growth and reduce many risks associated with both immediate and long-
term health problems [3, 4].  
 
Appropriate nutrition is a basic human need that remains unmet for a vast number of 
children; the trend of malnutrition in sub-Saharan Africa is disturbing. For the region 
as a whole, no progress has been made in reducing the prevalence of child 
malnutrition over the past 15 years, and there are some indications that the situation 
has worsened. Ethiopia and Nigeria are countries in the Sub-Saharan Africa with the 
very high rate of malnutrition. [5, 6]. Preschool children are often undernourished, 
with positive clinical signs of low weight-for -height and thin subcutaneous fat. 
Hence, the provision of lunch with adequate nutrients in day-care could be considered 
an important factor in enhancing nutrient intake of preschool children [7]. 
 
Impact of Mothers’ Work on Nutritional needs of preschool children 
Urban poverty in sub-Saharan African countries including Nigeria has contributed to 
a high proportion of women participating in the labour force. In order to meet the 
financial needs of family, mothers spend long hours daily working outside the home 
[8, 9].  As a result, mothers have little or no time to prepare quality lunches for their 
children. Also, the present economic crises in Nigeria had contributed adversely to the 
cost of living. With too little income that most families depend on, they tend to 
prepare food of low nutritional value for their children regardless of what they might 
know as essential food for good health and growth. 
 
While mothers are away at their different places of work, a variety of alternative care 
systems are available. These include institutional day care, nursery schools, home day 
care, informal arrangements with family members or paid caregivers in the home. 
During the eight hours spent in day care, a meal is expected to be provided through 
government-sponsored school lunch programmes. The prevalent situation in Nigeria 
is that children in the day care are not fed because there is no financial support from 
the government or NGOs to operators to provide lunch for the children. It is the 
responsibility of the parents to provide food and snacks. All foods that are carried 
from the home are prepared by parents, mostly mothers, and hopefully these are 
varied and nutritious. The foods should be packed under proper hygienic conditions to 
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forethought and plan wisely to include foods from the Basic Four Food Plan, which is 
defined in this study as 1) milk and milk products, 2) meat and meat alternatives, 3) 
fruits and vegetables, and 4) bread and cereals. They should also understand 
children’s food preferences in terms of appearance, taste, texture, and temperature of 
food [10]. 
 
Parents usually pack any available food and snack for their children irrespective of 
their nutritional adequacy. The reason for this practice could be lack of mothers’ 
awareness of the nutritional needs of their preschool children. The main objective of 
the study, therefore, was to investigate the nutritional quality of the lunches of 
children in day care  in Osun State of Nigeria. 
 
The specific objectives are to:   
i) investigate the feeding habits of children  
ii)  identify the type of lunch packed for preschool children  





In order to obtain information on the lunches packed for children in day care. A study 
was carried out in seven randomly selected out of forty two daycare centres within Ife 
Central Local Government Area of Osun State. A simple random sampling technique 
was used to select one hundred and eighty respondents involved in the study from 
73670 mothers. Information was obtained from mothers whose preschoolers were in 
the selected daycare. This was done through the use of structured interview schedule.  
Snacks and lunches packed for children were observed and recorded through 
participatory observation technique. A 24-hour recall of the food the respondents 
prepared for the preschoolers was carried out to assess their nutritional knowledge and 
application of the Basic Four Food groups in the preparation of family daily meals. A 
24-hour food intake recall containing fruits, green leafy vegetables, and cereal 
products were categorized as a balanced diet’ one or two of the groups lacking was 
categorized as a partially balanced diet, while meals containing mainly complex 
carbohydrates and simple sugars were categorized as carbohydrate-rich foods. Finally, 
the mother’s years of formal education and occupation were the indicators used to 




Baseline Characteristics  
The age range of the children was 2-6 years with a mean age of 4.2 years. The 
majority of the children were 4-5 years (40.0%), followed by 5 - 6 years (37.2%) and 
2-3 years (22.8%). As presented in Table 1, 35.6% had 1-3 children, 34.4% had 4-7, 
and 30% had 7-9. All respondents had some form of education: 11.1% secondary 
school certificate, 66.7% with either OND- Ordinary National Diploma/NCE – 
National Certificate of Education/HND – Higher National Diploma, and 22.2% with a 
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civil servants/teachers, and 38.8% were professionals, such as medical doctors and 
bankers.   
 
Children’s eating habits    
As seen in Table 2, 76% of the children ate breakfast before going to school while 
24% did not. Some of the children, however, went to school with a mid-morning 
snack while some took only their lunch packs. The majority (80%) had meals in their 
lunch packs, while 11% go had biscuits and pastry, and 9% do not take lunch packs. 
The majority (72%) took biscuits and pastry to school as a midmorning snack, 12% 
took fruits, while 16% of the children were not given any snack. 
 
Category of food provided from 24-hour recall 
From the results of the 24-hour food recall, the respondents prepared meals for their 
preschoolers where 23.3% contained fruits, green leafy vegetables, and cereal 
products (balanced diet), 33.3% was a partially balanced diet, and 44.4% contained 
mainly complex carbohydrates and simple sugars, which was categorized as a 
carbohydrate-rich diet. 
 
Feeding habit and socioeconomic status of mothers 
The socioeconomic status of mothers with respect to their occupation and education 
was taken into consideration in determining their application of the Basic Four Food 
plan in meeting the nutritional needs of the family. 
The results in Fig. 1 revealed that mothers from all the socio-economic groups fed 
their family with either carbohydrate-rich, partially balanced, or a balanced diet. 
Mothers from the middle class fed mainly a partially balanced or balanced diet to their 
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Figure 1: Distribution of children’s food consumption and socio-economic status 





From the results obtained, one third of the children had no breakfast before going to 
school.Some children took their food to school,and some took only snacks such as 
fruits and pastries. Although it is recommended that children should take a snack in 
order to meet their nutritional requirements, snacks are not to replace children’s 
meals. 
 
Parents were primarily responsible for their child nutrition. The social environment, 
including various socio-economic and socio-cultural factors, such as parents’ 
education, time constraints, and ethnicity, influence the types of foods children eat 
[11].The family environment has a tremendous influence on a child’s development,  
eating and activity habits, and predisposition to being 
overweight[12,13,14].Children’s eating behaviours are influenced by the family food 
environment, including parental food preferences and beliefs; children’s food 
exposure; role modeling; media exposure; and child-parent interactions around 
foods[14, 15,16]. The nutrient quality of the diets of 3-to 5-year old children is 
influenced by the eating patterns of their parents[17].  This is seen in the study area 
where mothers pack carbohydrate-rich foods for children showing the food choices 
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the combination of food that are beneficial to child growth, and financial resource 
constraints [18]. 
 
Children as they grow older have increasing needs for all nutrients. It is suggested that 
consumption of a varied diet reduces the risk of developing a deficiency or excess of 
anyone nutrient [19]; it may, therefore, somehow be associated with the dietary 
nutrient quality. The nutrients essential for meeting nutritional requirements are not 
all usually found in a single food item; they are, however, present in a diet composed 
of a number of foods [20]. It is therefore important that children eat a variety of food 
to meet their nutritional requirements.  A recent review of childhood diets in sub-
Saharan Africa illustrated how limited variety in a young child's diet significantly 
reduces nutritional status and contributes to retarded growth [21]. Poor-quality diets 
lacking variety and palatability can influence appetite, leading to poor consumption 
patterns in young children and diminished growth [21, 22]. There is a need for a total 
diet approach that encourages the consumption of fruits, vegetables, and grains, with 
an emphasis on lower-fat options [23].Parents are expected to pack snack/lunches for 
their children to bring to school. It is, however, important that it be well-prepared and 
appetizing enough to appeal to the taste of the child.  
 
Women’s education and social status play a role in household food security and the 
household decisions made in these areas are influenced by women’s knowledge 
regarding the nutritional benefits of different foods. The results emphasized the fact 
that the carbohydrate/sugar rich snacks/lunches packed for the children was more than 
a poverty issue but a combination of poverty and lack of good nutritional knowledge. 
 
None of the daycare studied has a feeding programme for the children in attendance. 
Feeding programmes can help in the solution of both macro- and micronutrient 
deficiencies in children and attendant infection and diseases. Malnutrition in the 
preschool years leads to stunting, wasting and underweight, and these have been 
widely observed to be associated with reduced school performance [24]. 
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The women in the study seem to have little or no knowledge of the importance and 
the application of the Basic Four-Food plan in the preparation of nutritious 
snacks/lunches and diets for preschoolers and other family members. This was 
revealed in the rich carbohydrates and sugar-snacks and lunches packed for preschool 
children by mothers from low, middle and high socioeconomic status involved in the 
study. It is not enough to simply feed a child sufficient calories to prevent hunger; it is 
also necessary to be sure that the diet includes an adequate amount of foods from the 
Basic Four Food plan. 
 
It is, therefore, recommended that mothers should be educated and exposed to the 
Basic Four-Food plan, especially on how the plan can be used to combine available 
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Table 1:  Distribution of respondent by socio economic characteristics 
Socio Economic Status Frequency  N = 180 Percentage 












Number of Children 
1 – 3 
4 – 7 



































*OND- Ordinary National Diploma 
CE – National Certificate of Education 






Volume 11 No. 4 
July 2011 
Table 2: Frequency Distribution of Children’s Eating Habits 
Variables Frequency % 
1.  Breakfast: 
    Eaten before going to school 
    Do not eat before going to school 
 
2. Mid-Morning snack 
    Biscuits/pastry 
    Fruits 
    No snack 
 
3.  What parent pack as lunch 
    Snack 
    Food 
    No lunch 
 
4. Category of food provided 
from 24 hour recall 
     Balanced diet 
     Partially balanced 
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